A t President George W. Bush's final White House Press Conference, he was asked about mistakes he made. Among his regrets was the federal response to Hurricane Katrina. Although he never campaigned on his abilities to confront natural disasters, this hurricane has, as the President was well aware, become part of his legacy. To an affected voter, disaster policy is potentially even more important than decisions about war, education, or the economy. While critics of President Bush point to the failure of the federal government to deliver relief, I systematically examine presidential disaster declarations, the initial decisions by presidents to direct federal resources to states in the aftermath of a natural disaster. In an analysis from 1981 through 2004, I show that after Congress expanded the capacity of the president to act in 1988, electoral considerations influenced disaster response. Prior to 1988, there is no such relationship. I also find that presidents have reason to reward states with disaster declarations, actions that clear the way for potentially billions of dollars in aid. In an analysis of statewide presidential election contests, I find that these decisions have electoral benefits. Voters reward presidents for disaster declarations to the tune of over 1% at the ballot box. While presidents pursue universalistic policy goals, they also use their arsenal of unilateral powers to respond to specific constituencies important for reelection. We misunderstand the presidency if we do not consider his unilateral powers along with his reelection incentives. (Cooper 2005) . One aim of these studies is to examine when the president utilizes institutional authority. With differing conclusions, studies have examined such factors as the role of presidential approval (Howell 2003; Mayer 1999) , party control of Congress (Howell 2003; Krause and Cohen 2000; Martin 2005; Mayer 1999) , timing in the term of the administration, war (Howell 2003; Mayer 1999) , and the state of the economy (Howell 2003; Krause and Cohen 2000) . In the study here, I examine both when presidents use a specific unilateral power and also how they target the resources associated with the power.
The unilateral power studied here is the presidential disaster declaration, a power that belongs to the president alone. By statute, he does not require the approval of Congress, nor does he need to explain or justify his decision. Typically (but not necessarily) a governor must first request a declaration, and the president may grant or deny the request without explanation. Under a presidential disaster declaration, individuals are eligible for cash grants, lowinterest loans, tax exemptions, unemployment benefits, crisis counseling, and legal advice from FEMA (FEMA 2005) as well as loans from the Small Business Administration.
3 These benefits are ideal for presidential ''credit-claiming'' and ''advertising''-the same reelection activities in which Members of Congress engage (Mayhew 1974) . For instance, the president may court voters in electorally important states by distributing funds directly to voters. Many more voters may witness the leadership of the president as he tours ravaged areas and comforts vulnerable victims. Disasters represent major news events that attract viewers who are both inherently interested in the news story and in need of information (Sood, Stockdale, and Rogers 1987) .
I examine how presidents are influenced by particularistic electoral forces when they issue disaster declarations. These forces are well-defined by the electoral pressures that the president faces. The winner-take-all allocation of electoral votes focuses attention on battleground states, states that are competitive and therefore significant to an electoral college victory. In all but two states, 4 the winner of a plurality of the statewide popular vote receives all of the state's electoral votes. The same forces that draw campaign resources to battleground states (Bartels 1985; Polsby and Wildavsky 1968; Rabinowitz and Macdonald 1986 ) may also draw federal resources controlled by the president. Presidents are driven to invest resources into states where the anticipated margin of victory will be narrow.
I argue that presidents target resources toward electorally important constituents. This contrasts with a universalistic conception of the president's actions that other research posits. For instance, Moe states that ''presidents are not driven by reelection' ' (1990, 237) . Presidents represent the nation, a ''large, heterogeneous, competitive constituency'' (236). As a result, the president will ''think in grander terms about social problems and interests'' and will ''resist specialized appeals'' (237). Presidents are ''less susceptible to pressure from special interest groups'' because they ''are concerned about their historical legacies as strong national leaders'' (Moe and Howell 1999, 142) . Accordingly, presidents may be seen as something akin to a national median voter (Acemoglu and Robinson 2006, 115) .
5 While the president undoubtedly dispatches unilateral authority to further broad policy interests, I present evidence here of one case where the president targets resources in response to electoral stimuli.
Other studies have examined the political determinants of presidential disaster declarations. In an analysis of disaster declarations from 1991 to 1999, Garrett and Sobel finds that ''half of all disaster relief is motivated politically rather than by need' ' (2003, 496 Salkowe and Chakraborty (2009) provide no objective measure of the effect of a disaster, I include estimates of damage generated for insurance purposes. I also test multiple measures and formulations of electoral competitiveness, which are included here and in the Supplemental Materials.
In an analysis of 23 years, I clarify two crucial questions: when and why did the disaster declaration process became politicized? While I find that a state's electoral competitiveness influences declarations from 1989 through 2004, I find no such effect for 3 FEMA also provides public assistance for rebuilding community infrastructure and hazard mitigation. 4 Nebraska and Maine allocate their votes in a district system.
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For other examples of this assumption, see Lohmann and O'Halloran (1994) and Hansen (1998) , but see McCarty (2000) for an example where this assumption is challenged. ' '' (1989, 2854) . In expanding the power of the president to issue disaster declarations, Members of Congress allow the president to act swiftly to respond to exogenous events that require quick and sizable governmental action. Although Members of Congress did not need to expend their own political capital to procure resources, they gave the president leverage to distribute resources without legislative constraint. While the Stafford Act provides an expansion of the presidential prerogative, other forces may have shaped this change. For instance, the act coincides with the end of the Reagan presidency and so the politicization could also reflect governing differences between Reagan and his successors. 6 While evidence suggests that the Stafford Act played a role in the political transformation of disaster declarations, we cannot rule out other concurrent events. But there is a substantial politicization of the process following the passage of the 1988 Stafford Act.
I also expand previous analyses by examining whether these actions have the intended effect. Do voters reward presidential disaster declarations come election time? In an analysis of registered voters in the city of Houston in the aftermath of a major flood, Arceneaux and Stein finds that voters who attributed disaster preparation to local government are ''10% less likely to prefer [the incumbent mayor]' ' (2006, 48) . Achen and Bartels (2004) focuses on several elections coinciding with drought, flu, and shark attacks and reaches similar conclusions-voters often hold incumbents responsible for acts well beyond their control. While other studies find negative consequences for incumbents with respect to natural disasters, I find that in response to presidential action, voters reward the president on election day. This finding, on the state level, echos the findings of Gasper and Reeves (2011) on the county level.
As President Clinton put it, ''[V]oters don't choose a president based on how he'll handle disasters, but if they're faced with one, it quickly becomes the most important issue of their lives '' (2004, 428) . When a disaster strikes, the president has discretion to provide federal assistance. To issue a declaration may ultimately require the involvement of Congress, the spending of political capital, and the spending of actual federal dollars. The president must weigh these costs in deciding whether to declare a disaster. In the analysis that follows, I demonstrate that this decision is related to the electoral competitiveness of the state.
Data and Methods
To test the effect of electoral influences on disaster declarations, I examine the nearly 1,000 presidential disasters declared in the 50 states for each year from 1981 to 2004. 7 The unit of analysis is the total number of disaster declarations in each state for each year. The analysis extends 24 years from 1981 to 2004 and includes 1,200 cases (50 states 3 24 years). Table 1 presents evidence of the substantial variation in the number of presidential disaster declarations per state per year. Over the 24 years, Wyoming has the fewest total presidential disaster declarations with three and Texas has the most with 44. Every state has at least one year where they received no presidential disaster declarations. Figures describing the 6 One hypothesis is that, since Reagan saw two electoral college landslides, he would only target states that were large and competitive. While the coefficient for the interaction is positive for the pre-Stafford /Reagan era, it fails to reach conventional levels of statistical significance. This analysis is presented in the Supplemental Materials. The data include 914 disaster declarations from 1981 to 2004. Both major disaster declarations and emergency disaster declarations are officially authorized by the president and therefore included in the analysis. I do not include fire management assistance declarations because they do not require the action of the president.
Presidential disaster declarations are typically issued for severe weather events, but in rare circumstances a declaration will be issued for a nonweather related event such as the terrorist attacks Independent variables include measures of disaster damage, indicators of a state's capacity to deal with disasters without the federal government, the electoral importance of a state, and information on the partisanship of the governor and congressional delegation as well as indicator variables for each president and year of administration.
To account for objective damage caused by weather events, I rely on insurance estimates of destruction. The Insurance Services Office (ISO) is a for-profit private company that compiles data on risk for clients who are primarily insurance companies. The Property Claims Service (PCS), a division of ISO, collects data specifically for severe weather events using a comprehensive database containing detailed information on insurable risks in any given ZIP code. Additionally PCS surveys insurance industry personnel as well as public officials to gather damage estimates. The data provided by PCS contain two measures of damage. First, PCS designates weather events as catastrophes when damage causes '' $25 million or more in insured property losses and affects a significant number of property and casualty policyholders and insurers,'' a value that has been adjusted over time for inflation.
9 I refer to catastrophes classified by PCS here as actual disasters. Second, for all actual disasters, I include the dollar value of damage. I refer to this variable as insurance dollars. These two variables provide information both on the number of disasters to hit each for state each year as well as the severity of the damage caused by the disasters.
The data provided by ISO are aggregated to the state level for each year. Because of the proprietary nature of the data, a more granular level of data could not be obtained.
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From 1981 to 2004, there are a total of 3,282 actual disasters. Oklahoma has the most with 144, while Alaska had only two (see Table 1 for summary statistics). Actual disasters and presidential disaster declarations are correlated at 0.41. 11 As included in the model, insurance dollars are adjusted for inflation and logged. The highest yearly total for a state is for Florida in 1992 when Hurricane Andrew helped push the total disaster damage to over $20 billion (2001 dollars).
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A state-level measure of expected competitiveness in the next presidential election is the key component of the electoral importance of a state. This measure quantifies the incumbent president's expectation that a state will be close in the next presidential election. The measure must be an assessment that can be made from the beginning of an administration, since I hypothesize that it influences decision making through the term. To this end, I measure competitiveness as the loser's share (as a percent) of the statewide two-party presidential vote averaged over the previous three elections. This measure is the size of the margin of victory. It produces a scale from 0 to 50, where a score of 0 indicates that one candidate won all votes in the previous three elections, and a score of 50 indicates that the two major party candidates split the votes evenly in the previous three elections. 13 Because any single election may see idiosyncrasies that deviate from the normal vote, 15 I also include the number of electoral votes that the state has. While this value represents the true electoral reward, I am cautious of drawing any strong conclusions from its relationship to disaster declarations. Electoral vote size is obviously correlated with the population of the state, which may be correlated with the magnitude of the disaster and the need for aid.
To account for political characteristics of the state, I include partisan composition of the state's congressional delegation and whether a governor is the same party as the president. 16 The congressional composition of a state is measured as the percent of senators and representatives who are of the same political party as the president. The party affiliation of the congressional delegation and governor may reflect the pressure a president faces from important members of his own party. Since governors formally make the request for a disaster declaration, it is possible that the president may look more favorably upon requests made by governors of their own political party. Personal per capita income is included as a measure of a state's capability to handle destruction from disasters without aid from the federal government. Although the Stafford Act specifically forbids formulas from being used to determine disaster aid, FEMA reported in 1999 that it considered a state's capacity to deal with a disaster when making recommendations to the president to accept or reject a disaster declaration (GAO 2001) . Since a wealthy state should be better suited to provide disaster relief than a poor state, we expect a negative relationship between per capita income and presidential disaster declarations. Additionally, the model includes indicator variables for each state, which are not reported in the tables.
Because the presidential disaster declaration process is entirely at the discretion of the president himself, I include indicator variables for each presidential administration. To account for varying electoral circumstances during the first and second terms, I include indicator variables for each term of each administration. Since electoral considerations may be stronger during election years, I also include indicator variables for the year of administration with the expectation that more disaster declarations will be doled out during the second and fourth years of a term.
Empirical Model
Because the dependent variable is count data-the number of presidential disaster declarations in a state in a year-I use a Poisson regression.
17 Table 2 presents these results. 18 In addition to analyzing a pooled model, I split the data into two time periods and model the data from 1981 to 1988 separately from the data from 1989 to 2004. This accounts for potential variable parameter bias. The data cover an expansive time period and one model may not be (and indeed, I find that it is not) appropriate for the whole period. In this case, I argue that the Stafford 14 Measures based on the single most proximate election, including expert designations of battleground status, generally fail to produce statistically significant effects. This suggests that presidents are influenced by the longer-term trends of states and account for single-election deviations when crafting their governing strategies. See Supplemental Materials for additional information. 15 Using a Welch two sample t -test, yields a t statistic of 2.86 and p value of 0.004, suggesting that the difference is not a result of chance. Comparing the medians using a Wilcoxian rank sum test yields a test statistic of 195,793 and a p value of 0.004 again suggestion statistically significant differences between the two distributions. 16 The data from which this measure was formulated were generously provided by Professor James Sndyer. 17 A key issue here is the heteroscedasticity of the dependent variable, which is count data. I also tested the model using a negative binomial regression as well as using Newey-West estimation of standard errors. These models yield the same substantive results and are included in the Supplemental Materials.
Act changes the nature of presidential disaster declarations. Table 2 present the full model on all cases (column 1), the model for cases occuring before the Stafford Act (column 2), and for cases after the Stafford Act (column 3). The full model in Table 2 shows a positive and statistically significant effect of competitiveness on the number of disaster declarations a state receives. Column 2 shows that prior to 1989, there was a negative (and statistically insignificant) relationship between a state's competitiveness and presidential disaster declarations. From 1989 onward, the effect of competitiveness is both positive and statistically significant.
Suggesting a substantial link between need and response, there is a positive and statistically significant relationship between actual disasters and presidential disaster declarations. Insurance spending is positively related to presidential disaster declarations but reaches conventional levels of statistical significance only in the full model. While Reagan was more likely to grant a disaster declaration in his second year, his successors were more likely to grant in year four as the presidential election neared. The relationships between presidential disaster declarations and per capita income and partisanship of the congressional delegation and governor are relatively weak and marked by a high degree of statistical uncertainty in both eras.
To gain more leverage on the coefficients and standard errors presented in the Table 2 , I present simulations of predicted values based on manipulations of quantities of interest. I focus on the postStafford Act era and generate the analysis from the model in column 3 Table 2 . Using the software developed and described in Imai, King, and Lau (2009) , Figure 1 displays the effect of changing levels of competition on the number of presidential disaster declarations while holding other variables constant at their mean values or median values where appropriate (see Table 1 for summary statistics). In Figure 1 , competitiveness is varied over all observed values from the data set. The results allow us to gauge the effects of increasing or decreasing levels of our quantities of interest on the number of presidential disaster declarations. Figure 1 presents the effect of competition on the expected number of presidential disaster declarations. The x axis present the range of competition for all observed cases in the data set (26.5 to 48.5). The y axis marks the expected number of presidential disaster declarations for each scenario. One thousand simulations are run for each level of competition in the range by 5-point increments. Figure 1 presents the number of presidential disaster declarations expected from a state identical in all respects except level of competitiveness. A state where the loser receives an average of 26.5% is expected to receive 0.7 disaster declarations (the lower bound for the 95% interval is 0.4 and the upper bound is 1.1). A state where the loser received an average of 48.5% of the popular vote in the previous three elections is expected to receive 1.4 disaster declarations (the lower bound for the 95% interval is 1.1 and the upper bound is 1.7). How dramatic was the change before and after Stafford Act in 1988? To answer this question I examine the effect of competitiveness on presidential disaster declarations for each time period. Figure 2 presents two sets of first differences. The top half of the figure displays the number of disaster declarations expected at high and low levels of competition in the pre-Stafford Act era, where all other variables are held at their means or medians where appropriate. Surprisingly, prior to the Stafford Act there is a slight negative (although statistically insignificant) relationship between competition and disaster declarations. This same scenario is presented in the lower half of Figure 2 for the post-Stafford Act era. Here there is a relatively large and statistically significant difference between low competition and high competition states. In the post-Stafford Act era, a competitive state is expected to receive over twice the number of disaster declarations as a noncompetitive state-a competitive state is expected to receive 0.87 declarations with a 95% confidence interval from 0.73 to 1.03, and an uncompetitive state is expected to receive 0.43 declarations with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 0.29 and 0.64.
Following the Stafford Act there was a steady increase of disaster declarations. From 1981 through 1988, there were an average of 20.5 (standard deviation 5 7.8) annual disaster declarations. This is well less than half of the 46.9 (standard deviation 5 16.0) average yearly disaster declarations from 1989 through 2004. In addition to the raw averages increasing, this analysis reveals that before the late 1980s there was no relationship between competitiveness and presidential disaster declarations but since then electoral forces have played a much larger role. As I show in the next section, the president has reason to reward electorally competitive states: he is rewarded in turn.
How Many Votes is a Presidential
Disaster Declaration Worth?
In stark contrast to the campaign rally or a campaign television advertisement, disaster declarations provide presidentially authorized dollars to voters and advertise his leadership skills while avoiding much of the partisan and ideological divisiveness that describes many campaign activities. Presidential disaster declarations provide several mechanisms that could potentially increase support among constituents receiving aid. Voters may directly receive funds by virtue of the presidential action, which could lead to increased support. Presidential disaster declarations may be akin to a campaign appearance with the president appearing and comforting affected voters. The effects could also be more indirect and reflect voters watching local news coverage of the president appearing in a leadership role. In the previous section we established evidence that presidents use presidential disaster declarations as tools of reelection. Model 1 of Table 3 includes the raw number of disaster declarations without transformation. Because the relationship between disaster declarations and election outcomes may be curvilinear, in Model 2 of Table 3 I take the square root of this variable (Neter et al. 1996, 126) . This transformation allows for the effect of the first disaster declaration to be larger than the effect of the second declaration, the effect of the second larger than the third and so on. To control for the partisan preferences of the state, I include the two-party statewide vote from the previous election, the party of the governor, and the partisanship of the Congressional delegation. I also include an indicator for whether the candidate is an incumbent. To account for presidential performance I include economic variables measuring personal per capita income of the state as well as the change between the third and fourth quarter during the election year in personal per capita income. 20 I also include indicator variables for each state, which I do not report in the table. 21 I also run the analysis using a two-stage least squares regression framework, but, based on the Hausman test, the least squares results are preferable (and substantively similar). See Supplemental Materials for further discussion. the square-root transformation, each additional disaster declaration has a smaller marginal effect on the election outcome. For instance, the model would predict that two disaster declarations would yield 3.1 percentage points ( ffiffi ffi 2 p 3 2:2 ¼ 3:1Þ. The evidence here suggests that presidents may achieve the electoral reward they seek when they allocate presidential disasters strategically.
Discussion
For disaster policy, the results here suggest that more congressional oversight could reduce the effect of electoral politics on disaster declarations. It is difficult to say whether reforms could have improved the response to Hurricane Katrina. President Bush acted quickly to grant a disaster declaration-that is not in question. The critical failure came when federal, state, and local executives and bureaucracies could not deliver the relief. Further research should examine other ways in which electoral politics influence the distributive and policy decisions of the president. Was the underinvestment by the federal government in the public infrastructure of the gulf region a function of Louisiana's and Mississippi's electoral uncompetitiveness? Presidents can target geographically, but they can also direct the agenda and shape policy. How are issues such as health care, education, and the economy influenced by the preferences of the president's reelection constituency? These questions remain.
When the inauguration confetti is done falling, the campaign is over and the job of governing begins. But the campaign will come again. In four more years the president or his party designate, must again etch out a coalition of 270 electoral college votes if he wishes to remain (or keep his party) in the White House. The findings here show that the specter of the campaign persists well after the president-elect thanks his opponent for a worthy contest. Electoral incentives may guide policy to the detriment of the public good. To not be sensitive to the electoral incentives of the president is a mistake especially in light of the vastly expanded arsenal of unilateral powers at his command. The legislative process is filled with competing interests that must be reconciled to produce policy. If the president may act unchecked by the interests represented by Congress, he may act in his own electoral interest. Evidence here shows that one incarnation of that self-interest is to act by rewarding constituencies crucial to his reelection. We are in an era that has seen Congress delegate much authority to the president, yet they do so at the peril of their institution and the collective good. The president has electoral incentives too, but when he wields unilateral authority he does not compete with hundreds of other agents carrying out the will of their respective principals: the president acts alone. 
